This article introduces Korean women's experience as seen through the lense of social and cultural backgrounds, from the premodern through to the postmodern era. Korean literature is used as a source to investigate Korean women's experiences and perspectives. By means of feminist critique this article explores men-centered influences in Korean literature. It aims to illustrate the importance of the issue of female visibility through Korean literature from a Korean woman's perspective. Two texts are analyzed and critiqued: the first is the myth of Korean origin. The second is a story of Gasi Gogi (a thorny fish). The article is intended to stimulate debate on gender, voices, and authority from a feminist perspective, in order to transcend the more traditional interpretations.
INTRODUCTION
This article introduces Korean women's experience as seen through the lenses of social and cultural backgrounds from the premodern through to the postmodern era. In premodern times Korean women were marginalized in society. As the world changed from premodern to modern to postmodern, the position of Korean women changed and has improved. The aim of this article is to describe the present reality of Korean women and explain how they have created an identity for themselves. Korean women have partaken in the entire Korean history 1 This article is based on Eunok Jeong's Ph D dissertation, entitled "Empowerment of Korean women from a feminist perspective: A postmodern hermeneutical study". The dissertation was under the supervision of Prof Dr Yolanda Dreyer, Faculty of Theology, University of Pretoria (2002).
Korean women's experience
The premodern era in Korea was dominated by a patriarchal mind-set. Korean patriarchy was institutionalized by the "kingship system" which was the politicolegal institution recognized by the Lee dynasty, and was supported spiritually by Confucianism since 1394. "Patriarchy" literally means "rule of the father".
Patriarchy is the sanctuary of male authority over females and younger people.
For five hundred years, male dominated societies have accepted patriarchy as a "natural order": women should serve men and children should serve their parents. Because they are the ones with the weaker minds, they should serve the stronger. Here, subordination is linked with inferiority. The authority of men is based on superiority. Patriarchy creates a specific order among people and also controls the economy and politics in society.
In traditional Korean society women were largely confined to the home.
From a young age, women were required to internalize the Confucian virtues of subordination and endurance in order to be prepared for their future roles of wife and mother. While being denied any opportunity to participate in the management of the large extended family, women nevertheless played an important role in the family. They helped to maintain the family line. Women were invisible, voiceless, nameless, and were treated as secondary in the premodern era. Women were not allowed to work in public places. They dedicated themselves to their families as beloved wives, respected mothers and hard workers. Women were unable to obtain any rights in the family and in society. They were invisible. Women were not allowed to speak or be heard in society or in their family. Women did not have the right to express their feelings.
They were voiceless. When a baby girl was born, the parents were not happy, because they needed men for agricultural labour. After marriage, women lost their names. They were either called somebody's wife, somebody's mother or somebody's family member. Nobody remembered women's names. Even women themselves did not want to be called by their official names. Women were nameless. Women were barred from studying at public educational institutions. They were marginalized from politics, economy, culture and even religion. Women were victims.
During the time of Japanese colonialism , Korea entered the modern era. The country was depleted because the Japanese exploited its resources. After that everything was further destroyed in the Korean Civil War (1950) (1951) (1952) (1953) . During Japanese colonialism many Korean women were forced to serve Japanese armies as "comfort women". The Japanese took two hundred thousand young women to the battlefield as "comfort women". Fifty to seventy thousand of them became prostitutes for Japanese soldiers (Lee HS 1992:388-389 ; see Ahn SY 1992:345-353) . They were between 16 and 32 years old (Lee HS 1992: 388) . This was nothing short of forced prostitution: Japanese soldiers in World War II were "served" by Korean women. The Korean government regarded this as shameful and immoral. As a result, the facts were not officially divulged until 1992. When the Japanese lost the war, many of the comfort women were killed. Some women remained in Japan and a small number returned to Korea. They were treated as sinners and shameful persons. This means that they were both exploited by Japanese colonization and rejected by their own people.
Up to the 1970s Korea experienced widespread poverty. The people desired to be become rich as individuals and as a nation. Therefore women went to work. They were to contribute to the economic and industrial growth of the country. Though this marked an improvement in the situation of women, they were severely discriminated against in the workplace. They received low wages, suffered poor working conditions and long working hours. Always they were treated as inferior to their male workers. They still mostly endured their bad conditions silently just as they had endured the traditional structures of the premodern era.
Today the life-style of Korean society is not very different from that of North America or any other western countries. There is evidence of postmodern trends in Korea. Western capitalism and its motto of "pursuit of profits" and "convenience" have affected Korean society (Kim AY 1995:227) . Westernization in Korea began when the people were disillusioned by a declining labour market.
When international socialism collapsed, Korea adopted western capitalism. The American economic system and politics are intertwined with the politics and economies of the world. This does not make much allowance for pluralism in the world, with the possible exception of cultural plurality. Even though postmodern thinking emphasizes the variety of lives, rhythms, theories, sounds, colours and opinions, economic reality does not reflect this view of variety. The world succumbs to a kind of fascism dictated by the American politics and economic system. However, this does not come without a high price, which is paid by AsianAmerican women in particular. In Confucianism the notion of "family" is the basis of all human relations. The authority of the father, who is the head of the family, is important for guarding the security and harmony of the family. It follows then that male superiority and female subordination will be considered necessary in such a system. The Confucian notion of family is the foundation of the Korean educational system, religious institutions, political structures and even personal relations in Korean society. Thus, today, Korean women need to analyze and deconstruct patriarchal values which uphold the system of inequality. Through analysis and deconstruction Korean women will be able to improve not only their social position, but also change the structures of society from their roots.
Korean feminist theology began in Korea in the 1970's. The aim was the establishment of human rights and resistance against political dictatorship . In the early 1980s feminist theology blossomed in Korea. Some foreign feminist books (cf Ruether 1979 Ruether , 1985 Russell 1982 Russell , 1985 Trible 1984; Schüssler Fiorenza 1981) were translated into Korean and Korean women wrote many feminist books themselves (Lee OJ 1983 Kim YO 1988; Lee ES 1989 Lee HS 1992; Lim HS 1991; Choi MJ 1987 Chung HK 1990) , sharing their own experiences. Issues dealt with were:
How can women understand a male God (Ruether 1992) ? What are the female characteristics of God (Moltmann & Moltmann-Wendel 1991) ? What is the image of Jesus Christ from the perspective of the Korean women (Chung H K 1990)? What are feminist theologians' opinions of the Korean situation (Park S K 1983 )?
Feminist theology gave Korean women a wake-up call and inspired them to become motivated and do something.
A specific theology called the "Minjung theology" developed in Korea (see Lee J H 1994:5, 159, 135-162; Choo C Y 1983:73-79; Moon H S 1983:123-137; Ahn B M 1983:138-154; Suh KS 1983:15-37, 38-46) . It emerged during the early Korean feminist theologians attempt to articulate their identity as Korean women and to find their own unique way of theologizing as feminist theologians.
Korean people in general have gained an understanding of their situation and try to find solutions in many different ways.
THE MYTH OF KOREAN ORIGIN

The story of the myth
This story of Korean origin (see Choi MJ 1990 ) is told among Koreans from generation to generation. It is part of Korean oral tradition. The myth of Korean origin is the story of "Dankun" which means "a useful person for others far and wide". Korea has a 5000-year-old history. In the very beginning, so the story goes, there were two animals, a tiger and a bear. Both of them came before the heavenly god in the high mountains. Their request was to become human beings. The god told them to eat only garlic and drink water for 100 days in a dark cave with no light. Then they would become human beings. If they left the cave before the 100 days were over, they would lose their only chance of being transformed into humans.
During the first few days in the dark cave with only garlic and water, the two animals were hopeful and able to endure their hunger. After a few days, however, they became tired and hungry, slowly losing their motivation to become human. The tiger began complaining to the god, saying how cruel the god was, how much he missed other food, light, being outside, fresh air and the fields. The tiger went on about how tiresome it was to eat only garlic and how damp and misty the cave was. The bear encouraged the tiger tenderly by telling him that this would last only for a limited time. Then they would change into human beings.
Although the bear consoled the tiger many times, the tiger could not resist the longing for other food and light. The tiger eventually left the cave, the bear continued to think of the future and remained there alone. Finally, the 100 days were over. The god came to the bear and gave a blessing. The bear was transformed into a beautiful woman. Her name was "Woong-yo", meaning "a woman from a bear" or "a bear-woman".
At that time, the god's son came down from the high mountains and fell in love with "Woong-yo" at first sight. With permission from his father he remained with "Woong-yo" on earth instead of returning to the mountains. They were married and soon after had a son, the first person in the myth of Korean origin.
He was named "Dankun", a useful person for others. He was the first ancestor of Korea.
Reflection
All tribes have their own myths. Concerning the evaluation of myths, Rosemary
Radford Ruether (1993:8) 
GASI GOGI (A THORNY FISH)
The story of Gasi Gogi
Cho's novel (1998) focuses on Daum, a ten-year-old boy, who suffered from leukemia. His father, Jung Ho-Yun is a poet. Remembering his own unfortunate childhood, he strives to be the perfect father. Jung Ho-Yun's father was a coalminer who lost a leg in an accident. Receiving no compensation, he was forced to resign. He threatened his employees with a knife and was thrown into jail. She fell in love with his poetic soul and they got married. Together they had a son whom they named Daum. Daum was the great joy of Ho-Yun's life. Jung
Ho-Yun continued to write and publish poems, but his income did not meet his wife's expectations, since she came from an affluent background. Hence, after six years of marriage, Ho-Yun's wife demanded a divorce in order to continue with her art studies. This was not possible within the confines of family life. After the divorce, she married an art teacher, twenty years older than herself and they left for France. She sent a letter to her ex-husband saying that she would no longer be responsible for Daum.
Daum's leukaemia was discovered just after the divorce of his parents.
He was admitted to hospital, but soon recovered and returned home. Six months later his illness reappeared and he went to hospital for an indefinite period.
Daum suffered immensely on account of the radiotherapy, the countless pills and the unsalted food. It was too much for the ten-year-old boy. He decided to record all his feelings and emotions in a diary. These entries, appearing in the novel every now and then, show how his main source of encouragement and guidance to get through the rough days, was his father. Without him he would not have been able to make it. He did, of course, long for a mother just like all his friends in the same room. However he knew that he owed everything to his father.
After two years of treatment, there was no sign of recovery. They were left with only one other possible treatment -a bone-marrow transplant from someone who was compatible with Daum. It was going to be very expensive and cause twice as much pain as Daum had already faced. The father had already sold his house and all their possessions in order to keep Daum in hospital for 2 years. He had suffered much on account of his son, but did so willingly with the hope that his son may be able to recover. He agreed to the transplant in spite of the cost.
Their search for a donor was, however, unsuccessful. Hope faded and Ho-Yun requested that his son be released from hospital and all medication stopped since is caused his son so much pain.
A week before his son's release from hospital, Jung Ho-Yun read in the paper that his ex-wife, who had now completed her studies in France, had returned to Korea to hold an art exhibition. Since Daum's future was uncertain, Ho-Yun went to the exhibition to find his ex-wife. He told her of the situation and asked her to come and see her son before it was too late. As the day of Daum's release arrived, she still had not come. With their last possessions they managed to buy a car to drive down to the coast, since Daum's final wish was to see the ocean. At the coast they met an old man who lived up in the mountains.
He was a herbalist who made and sold potions from medicinal plants which grew in the mountains. The old man, who had had fatal lung disease, had been forced by his illness to seek the fresh mountain air. On account of this coincidental acquaintance Daum and his father went to live in the mountains. After about a month Daum's illness recurred and he had to go back to hospital. There they discovered that the doctor and Ho Yun's ex-wife had been searching for them.
The doctor had found a Japanese girl who was a compatible donor. The transplant was now possible, but Daum's father could not possibly afford it. He heard that one could receive a large amount of money for internal organs, so he planned to secretly sell his kidneys to make just enough money for this transplant. When Ho Yun went for a checkup, they discovered that he had severe liver cancer. He was in the last stages of cancer. He would die within a month. During the previous ten years, he had concentrated so much on his son's health that he had not realized what his own health condition was. Now there was no hope. However, his ex-wife, who had given up all her parental rights, decided to share in caring for their son and to pay the hospital bills. The father felt that the best thing he could do for his son before his death, was to keep him under his care until the end. He believed that it was best if he were to get the money together himself.
Secretly he sold the cornea of his one eye and earned just enough for the transplant. The transplant was a success and Daum finally recovered. Then Jung Ho-Yun forced Daum to go away with his mother in order to have a happy life in France. His own sorrow, pain, and suffering were kept secret, because that was best for his son, he believed. Ho-Yun then went to die alone in the mountains where he and his son had spent a peaceful month together.
Feminist critique
The explanation of the title "a thorny fish" is as follows: Daum is reminded of a thorny fish by the conduct of his father. A thorny fish is one of the small fishes in the sea. The mother fish lays eggs and leaves immediately afterwards. But the father fish, carrying the responsibility of a parent, remains to keep watch over the eggs. When they hatch and the baby fishes grow, they all part and go their own way, leaving the father fish behind. The father fish knows that his job as a father is completed. He then bangs his head on a rock and kills himself. Daum believes that his own father had been just like a thorny fish.
Modern science and technology, the unification of world trade, travel and communication have influenced the rapid changes in Korean society since the 1960s, certain trends in the culture and religion (see Lee HS 1992:45-53) . Individualism is prevalent among the younger generation.
• "Public persons" like bishops, leaders of industry or presidents, party leaders or cabinet ministers, pastors or teachers, failed to live up to expectations. As a result, officials lost credibility and popularity. Star athletics and pop musicians are taking the place of "public persons".
• Competitive sport has been interwoven with politics in the past few decades, not only as a means of national self-expression but also as an instrument in the struggle between political systems.
• Another developmental trend is the changes resulting from the shift "from world politics to world economics". The conflicts between political systems now take place on the level of worldwide economic competition.
The context of the story of the thorny fish is the 1990s. At that time fathers lost their absolute position and rights in society. The image of a father as dictator and absolute monarch respected and obeyed by children which prevailed until the 1970s, was lost. Fathers lost their prestige and authority. This reflects the postmodern denial of the "absolute". Another factor was that most fathers were working very hard at the working places. This meant that children could not see their fathers during the daytime or at home. The father was seen as the "money maker" or "money machine". The role of the father in the home has become weaker since the Korean industrial development. The mother, on the other hand, now often organizes the finances of the family. She provides for the family's needs. During the 1990s, many wives, who were not fulfilled by their husbands, left them. This has become a big social issue. The author tried to replace the fathers' authority and powerful position with the quality of caring for their children.
In this way the author transcended the traditional ideas about the role of male.
Here, it is necessary to study "God the Father" in contemporary culture and theology. According to Hamerton-Kelly (1979:Forward) "a near century of psycho-analytic research and reflection on the cultural importance of traditional symbols has shown that the term 'father' is both more significant and often more problematic than prior generations explicitly realized". God the Father seems to judge Israel and is to be feared in the Old Testament. People's initial preconception of God is contradictory to a surface reading of the biblical texts.
God, as portrayed in a patriarchal setting, is not credible to postmodern people. When the father-God and his works are renounced, a new heaven and earth of mutual respect, truth, and vitality will come about. She argues for symbolization which is not anthropomorphic: "… neither the Father, nor the Son, nor the mother is God (God is) the Verb who transcends anthropomorphic symbolization" (Daly 1973) . She argues that a re-visioning of God must focus on the experiences of becoming, rather than the sense of structure and permanence. Mary Daly analyzes societies in which patriarchy was and is the root of all evil. However, there are many other factors for the analysis of the roots of societies: the individual's perversity, the love of death and destruction that disturbs all attempts to organize human beings for goodness. Daly's (1973:6) challenge is that "the patriarchal shape of Judaism and Christianity has contributed mightily to the ills which these religions are committed to relieve; that the religious are, in short, self-contradictory; and that this is caused by their devotion to the symbol of "father" for God". Her promise is that when women move beyond the father symbol, women shall enter new realms of energy and possibilities for human happiness (Daly 1973:6) . To share in God's blessing, one had to belong to a family, so the status of the father was divinely sanctioned, and the divinity was involved in the history of the individual and society at the most intimate level -the level of family. From the history of the god conceptions, earthly fatherhood was seen as the source of life and the guarantor of order in the family. God was associated with the experience of sustenance and education from the history of fatherhood in Israel (Daly 1973:27; see De Boer 1974:966-969) . Israel was a patriarchal society, which was organized into families, tribes, and clans according to patrilineal relationships. A family was called "the house of the father" and usually composed of three generations. It was essential to be buried with the father, to remain within the sphere of the family blessing. Therefore, the father's power was absolute in the family.
In the Old Testament, God is depicted as Savior (Ex 3:7-8), as a sincere Women were required to give up their individual profession for the sake of the traditional woman's role of keeping peace in the family. Daum's mother has a different opinion. She breaks away from this idea; she wants to study her paintings more. The mother tries to establish her own position in the society.
She seems to be a liberated woman. But she is portrayed as the opposite of the traditional model of a wife and a mother. Whenever she wants to do something, she does. Whatever she wants to say, she says. The author highlights the father as a positive model. He describes the mother in a more negative way.
She leaves her family because of the poor conditions; she gives up the right of nurturing her child when she divorces; she is portrayed as careless, unkind and unfaithful. She is influenced by financial circumstances. She seems to be constantly changing her mind, depending on what the advantages are for her;
she first gives up her responsibility for her child but later wants to help him. times. The author tries to describe the good father, but he has placed the male and the female in opposition. That is, the patriarchal power game is depicted in the story, the only difference being that the roles related to gender, are reversed.
Some incentives for social reformation can be found in the story.
• Daum's mother tries to liberate herself from her circumstances.
• Traditional roles of male and female should be changed. A father also has the responsibility to care for children. Daum's father cares for his child very well. This challenges many Korean men as fathers. The author breaks through the traditional thinking about the male and female role in the story.
The father, Chung Ho-Yun, spoke to his son in his mind as he was dying, "I am not going to be dead eternally, even though I have died. I will be living in you, whom I have left behind in the world. You can see, hear and touch me, because I will be walking with you forever. As I always accompany you, I worry that you may fall down, be tired, or stop walking." The son, Daum, was to be a successor of his father. Herein the meaning of resurrection can be seen. The successor is important to the minds of Oriental people, because the old generations have to die but the new generation can live on with their images and passion. A female model in Confucianism is "motherhood", which means that a mother must bear a son as the successor of paternity. Only after having given birth to a boy, is a woman recognized as a "human being". This idea is still ingrained in women today. They still want to obtain a firm position in the family, irrespective of how educated they are. A Korean female novelist asks, "Is it natural for today's women to try in so many ways to have a son?" (Lee NH 1996:188 
POSITIVE THINKING
Women did act in society and tried to discover their potential. Through women's experiences, the texts which keep women in an inferior position can be analyzed and criticized. According to Song, Choan-Seng (1982:14) "women in many parts of the world are searching for a new image of women in the human community dominated for centuries by patriarchal systems and male-centered social structures". Positive insight, positive thinking, positive perspective, and positive actions can be utilized by Korean women for the sake of women's liberation.
